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Some Remarks regarding the Pronunciation of Modem 
Syriac. — By Dr. Abeaham Yohannan, Columbia Univer- 
sity, New York City. 

The Syriac language is called in the Urmi dialect ^>j* S O>W ; 

in the dialect of the Kurdistan mountains A»0**9 ; in Mesopo- 

tamia XtA^SO; and further west in Jabal-Tur ^**ObXB. But 

Modern Syriac is called ^A3b-# ?tt\ , that is, 'the new lan- 

guage;' IteOVlOOf '^A , 'the colloquial or vernacular;' ^*J> 

. ,i ,* * 

(MM , 'the translated language;' while the classical Syriac 

is called £&LfcX fit S , 'the old language;' &&J* ^" • 'the 

language of the books;' and jX ft i* 1»Aff> ^St-*, 'the literary lan- 
guage.' 

Whatever may be the origin of modern Syriac, whether it be 
a descendant of, or closely akin to, the classical Syriac or a relic 
of a more ancient tongue, it is certain that it has been influenced 
greatly by outside languages ; in Persia by Persian and Turk- 
ish, in Kurdistan by Kurdish and Turkish, and farther west 
(especially in Jabal-Tur) by Arabic. It is largely due to the 
admixture of these foreign elements, aided by the fact that up 
to the last half of the nineteenth century it was practically 
an unwritten language, spoken chiefly by illiterate people, that 
modern Syriac has been divided into over twenty dialects. The 
people of neighboring villages are able to converse with each 
other with a fair amount of fluency, but as the geographical 
distance between them increases, they become more and more 
unintelligible to each other; so much so that the dialects of 

1 See Maclean, Grammar of Vernacular Syriac, pp. x, xiii, xiv ; 
Duval, Les Dialectes Neo-Arameens de Salamas, pp. iii, iv ; and compare 
Noldeke, Qrammatik der Neusyrischen Spraehe, pp. xxi-xxiii ; Asse- 
mani, B. O., iii. ii. 707: David, Grammaire de la Langue Arameenne ; 
Introduction, p. 9 ; Rddiger, in the Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des Mor- 
genlandes, vol. ii, Gottingen, 1839. 
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Urmi in the extreme East and of Jabal-Tur in the extreme West 
appear almost to be two distinct languages. 

The foregoing groups might easily be subdivided into minor 
dialects differing from each other in the pronunciation of cer- 
tain words. In the Urmi dialect, for instance, the abstract ter- 
minations ending in ^XO-, as jXO> * aXiCff , jxaauk&o are pro- 
nounced in various ways in the different villages of the Urmi 
district. The word for 'faith' in Degala and in most of the 

neighboring villages is pronounced &VOJJfluW, while in Giog- 

tapa, within five miles of Degala, it is pronounced ^X»0>*Jix»Of. 
In the village of Sipiirghan in the northern part of the Urmi 
plain it is pronounced ^X*#O4iJBU0T, but in Gavilan at the ex- 

treme northern end it is pronounced fOOAMuW or ^VOAaBUCT, 

just as in Salamas. The most peculiar dialect in Urmi seems to 
be that of Tekka Ardishai, two villages at the southern end of 
Urmi. Here Zqapa is variously pronounced as a" in cap; a in 

•fall; $ in fete. Take, as an illustration, the sentence »>5H a 

l&rf oiL, ^ X *^ r *^* *T*!T*' - In tlle s P eec}l of these two 
villages it is pronounced : MM hiSli her teri go yama, ' my father 
went after the birds into the sea ;' while in all the other villages 
of the Urmi plain it is read : bdbi Mali b&r tairi gu yamd. 

It must be borne in mind that these variations in the Urmi 
dialects are manifested in conversation only, the spelling being 
the same in all. 

The speech of the villagers who live among the Mohamme- 
dans of Urmi is of a motley type ; in some instances the Turkish 
words are more numerous than the Syriac. This is especially 
true in regard to the people who live along the upper part of 
the Baranduz river. As an illustration the following sentence 

will suffice : A-O-oib tiit ^OO- }±g*o\ 1^.6, < the magpie 

has built a nest on the willow tree.' Here the first, third and 
fifth words, all of which are substantives, are Turkish, while 
only the second (a verb) and the fourth (a preposition) are 
Syriac. 
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These foreign languages have to a certain extent affected also 
the pronunciation of some of the consonants. There are four 
explosive or emphatic sounds borrowed chiefly from the Kurd- 
ish, which have already found their way into numerous words 
which are of pure Syriac origin. As the original Syriac had no 
signs by means of which it could accurately represent these 
sounds, the nearest corresponding sign has been adopted. The 
first of these sounds is the emphatic labial which is represented 

by the letters *S and *3 indifferently ; thus, ft J O nla or AS*3 
or ObSOJs or Q3& 3 'hoopoe.' The letter w has this sound in 
words like JsoJs 'to bleat,' iOJa 'odd,' etc. The second is 
the sound between <A and »V,; as instances of this may be cited 
the words AAA or oi^Jk, 'father,' J*» 'deaf.' The third is 
the emphatically pronounced A or wk,, as in the following 

words: l s%A 'weapon,' 2AA 'gi r V > V*fr or ,$ > *■ « *» ' rags.' 

m"L ,*%■ II ,t II tftr |< // tit. 

The fourth one might be called a cerebro-dental, or the cerebro- 
dental sound of X, J^ , and ? . Compare the following words : 

jaL£o^ 'tail,' (\'\ 'to hum,' J»X or £»? 'single or odd 

number,' * in the word *•? 'return,' in certain dialects has 

this sound. 1 

The spelling and transliteration of the words of foreign origin 
are rather arbitrary. As an illustration, the Arabic word ^Lo! 
might be spelled phonetically: ^^2, ^3^*2, k&Ml, *&*°\ 
&.S&X, A&t*X., M*±., A&AV fciktoSw, \&\1, fcSAi, 

<\S^X, etc. There are also many words derived from the 
Arabic, Persian, or Turkish, which since they have come into 
Syriac through Kurdish, have been written and pronounced 

after the Kurdish manner. Thus: WUSo2, «9u2, UlLxol, **92 

u is * * 

while the more original forms would be ^*2, Aki, la ^lft ii, ^92 . 

1 This is presumably the sound of which Duval writes, ' Hanuka don- 
nait quelquefois au d (*) un son emphatique qui le rapprochait de tres 
pr£s de tet. Duval, Les Dialects Neo-Arameens de Salamas, p. vi. 



